Humanism and the Philly Free School 




One thing which bound the Philly Free School artists together was an interest, 
against the dehumanization of art espoused by post-modernists, in the humanistic, 
particularly sexualized human relationships. The admixture of sexuality and 
imagination has been a mainstay of the higher arts for all of human history; what 
modernism and post-modernism discarded was this essential human circuit. That 
this circuit could be infused with a new sense of art, and not merely a repetitious 
sense, and that what inheres in the circuit is something boundlessly fertile 
(especially against the backdrop of a fertile place and time) is something the Free 
School artists all believed together. We shared the notion that the flim-flam, fakery, 
and forged sense of humor and irony which made of post-modern art something 
bastardized would dissipate into the thin air were the twenty-first century to come 
into its own. The post-modernists who made New York a mecca might call the return 
to secular humanism a retreat; but when the sense of forging ahead is dependent on 
new levels of gross, unimaginative, unemotional, unintelligent, and unworkable 
garbage-as-art being offered as sacrosanct, for anyone with a heart, a brain, and 
substantial talent, there was really no choice in the Aughts (or now). 



The Philly Free School and the post- 
modern trap 




In the last post, I wrote that what bound the Philly Free School together was a 
humanistic impulse, against post-modernism. I also implied that, in the post-modern 
vernacular, there is no more hated word than "retreat." Post-modernists maintain a 
veneer that every hokey contrivance they create is a brave new venture, past the 
confines of a tepid classicist past into a bold world of pungent themes and au 
courant relevance. It also needs to be said that I can't in good conscience posit for 
the post-modernists any "pungent forms" because their work tends to be formally as 
derelict as possible. What I want to say is that the post-modern trap is just this: 
extreme novelty at all costs, demonstrated by a sense of violence against the past 
and a willingness to disregard history and formality at once. The problem with the 
post-modern trap is that with every more-derelict destination, which has been 
achieved by a new impetus to discard more formality and history, we in the Free 
School got a clearer sense that the whole dance was a reductio ad absurdum, done 
by an emperor or empress wearing no clothes. The whole of avant-garde art has 
been painted into a corner where you either push towards nothingness or perish. 
Who wants to seem retrograde? But what the Philly Free School discovered is that 
the retreat we made into humanism (and into new areas of formality) was far more 
bold and adventurous than pushing impotently into empty space would've been, for 
us or for our audience, then and now; and by skipping over post-modernity's 
nebbishy mouse-trap, we managed to break ground in Philly, against New York, that 
stands a better a shot at remaining solid than post-modernity's gambits do. 



Photography and the Philly Free School 




Many of the portraits taken of Philly Free School artists convey not just humanistic 
engagement but raw, unmediated sexuality. Most of them were unplanned; and 
because they express the inner lives of the Free School artists, they can function as 
genuine works of art, rather than mere curios of "the way we were" or smutty come- 
ons. The inner lives of these artists was rich in the Aughts in Philadelphia because 
there was a sense of expansiveness in the air about the arts in general, especially in 
Center City and West Philadelphia, where both Mary Harju and Abby Heller- 
Burnham lived during that time. The sense in the air was mischievous; after all, we 
were in Philly rather than New York, and yet we seemed to be both succeeding 
artistically and having a decent time doing it. The pictures of us from this time do not 
lack joie de vivre; nor do they lack a sense of human warmth and the suggestion of 
embraced physicality. I hope it does not sound immodest to say that we in PFS had 
"it": the camera magnetism which makes individuals and groups interesting to watch 
and observe. If these pictures need to function in a lateral way, there being no auteur 
behind them (many of the best PFS pics were shot anonymously), as long as they 
are collected in a meaningful way (and the Philly Free School Flickr set is a good 
start), they can act as artistic adjuncts to the paintings, books, and records we 
produced from a fertile time in Philly. 



Fashion and the Philly Free School 




If we did it, we weren't trying. 



Philly Free School and the City 
(Urban Spaces) 




The relationship of the PFS artists to Philadelphia itself and to urban spaces is 
complex. The spaces we tended to favor (the Eris Temple, the Highwire Gallery, 
Clark Park and certain sections of West Philly, especially Baltimore Avenue as a 



strip) were unconventional ones for Center City artists; and all of them shared the 
ambience of being "lived in," organic, and with a focus on the arts and unpolished 
forms of creativity. The Philly Free School was never a particularly polished 
organization; and to the extent that we thrived in atmospheres both more raw and 
more dangerous than what would be normal for Chelsea gallery-hopping New York 
art crowds, we felt that we were deriving something from that rawness and danger 
which informed what we were creating. 

The Eris Temple is as good a place to start as any; "Eris" is the goddess of discord. 
The Eris Temple is located at the intersection of 52nd and Cedar, which happens to 
be wedged between North and West Philadelphia. It's a potently and pungently 
dangerous neighborhood. There's a recording studio in the basement and a 
performance space on the ground floor, also good (because of the white walls and 
high ceilings) for shooting videos. The privilege in such a place is just to be able to 
express yourself; being materially privileged does not guarantee acceptance. The 
atmosphere is defiantly Bohemian. What separates a venue like the Eris Temple 
from "Beat" visions of bo-ho America is a sharper edge and a more pronounced 
hinge to darkness, eerieness, and gutter-level realism. PFS artists seldom naively 
romanticized each other, even if the spaces they inhabited were romantic. The 
Aughts in Philly were a strange mixture of expansive creativity and impinging 
darkness for us. Because among the PFS artists were no rich kids and no trust- 
funders, none of us were ever particularly safe; and we were everything but 
comfortable. 



The Philly Free School and Class 




Since the PFS artists were almost all materially poor, but many came from middle- 
class or upper middle-class backgrounds, the issue of class with the Philly Free 
School is a tangled one. Many of us, including myself, were downwardly mobile but 
didn't notice it, for the simple reason that we were enjoying ourselves too much. For 
younger artists, Philly in the Aughts didn't feel squalid; too much was happening on a 
daily basis for us to notice the lack of material trinkets our small funds imposed. If it 
were necessary to make a definitive judgment, I'd say that the Philly Free School 
was a mixture, creatively, of working-class and middle-class impulses, in an 
environment which protected and served us by helping to blur boundaries and efface 
possible levels of snobbery. The fact that many of us were educated and "lettered" 
gave the endeavor an intellectual edge that could be construed as bourgeois, as our 
spaces and habits were not. The contradiction of intellectual richness and material 
poverty was not unfamiliar to us- degrees and no money. To the extent that this 
contradiction takes us into a unique, "classless" realm, this is the space the PFS 
inhabited. The only class sector not represented was the upper, the rich- and this 
may or may not have been an accident. 



Performance, Transgression, and the 
Philly Free School 




One of the most famous dichotomies in nineteenth and twentieth century philosophy 
was one brought to light by Nietzsche in "The Birth of Tragedy"- that between the 
"Apollonian" and the "Dionysian" in the context of the arts. In basic terms, the 
Apollonian in art is what is controlled, consciously crafted, and formal; while the 
Dionysian in art is what is wild, eruptive out of the unconscious, and informal. The 
split in PFS was very pronounced- the best artistic work that came out of the Free 
School was highly Apollonian; while the events we staged were Dionysian in the 
extreme. That was our way of balancing the polarity. 



Many of the things which happened at the Highwire Gallery, in particular, would be 
considered transgressive in polite company- but part of the expansiveness of 
Philadelphia in the Aughts was that avenues were available to us on which we could 



and did both transgress and encourage our audience to transgress. The expansion 
of consciousness was not a post-modern ambition or trope; but it was one of ours. 
We could and did, to take Derrida out of context, enact collectively the dissolution of 
the constitutive subject in this process; if a hinge to a 1960s ethos seems 
undeniable, what we espoused in the Aughts was a certain passiveness towards 
idealism and "we can change the world" posturing. All our idealism went into our art. 
We felt that sacrficing our lives to art and the arts was the boldest political statement 
we could make. 



Deviance and the Philly Free School 




There's no way around this- the PFS artists were, on many levels, and certainly in 
comparison to the American mercenary world around them, deviants. Many PFS 
participants were gay or bisexual; there was no homophobia around PFS. In a 
generalized way, beyond mere sexual preference, we were all queers. And we most 
defiantly were not in the arts to make money; in Aughts America, right up through 
2012, that's deviance. We were spiritualists, comparatively, about our endeavors- 
artists creating art for the right reasons. Thus, there is no American continuum to 
place us in- Hemingway, Fitzgerald, and James were mercenary; Allen Ginsberg 
was unabashedly mercenary; Andrew Wyeth was monied and mercenary; and the 
major financial wheels around Schnabel, Koons, Nauman, Warhol, and the rest of 
the po-mo crew assured that a large part of the art business around them had to be 
mercenary too. The PFS artists were Europeans, spiritually; and Philly in the Aughts 
was a little Europe for us. 



That Center City and West Philly looked, in some places, European helped- as did 
the sense that we were freed from the hegemonic greed around the arts in New York 
(greed both for money and for prestige). The PFS artists had fun in NYC, too- but 
always with a sense that New York could never be our home. Nor could we make a 
home in a post-modern milieu- we had too much invested in our own soulfulness and 
humanistic biases. How could Warhol and Nauman not leave us cold? I also felt that 
the edginess of our lives assured us that our humanism could seldom decay into 
smarminess- we were raw and hungry, really and truly. "Deviant hunger" was always 
a theme for us- and it would amaze more conventional minds how little we talked (or 
thought) about money. And not because we had it, but because we didn't. We 
learned the lesson that many European aesthetes have learned over many 
centuries- money is easy when you have none. 



On the Philly Free School Flickr set 
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When I began to put together the Philly Free School Flickr set a few months back, I 
didn't particularly have a concrete destination in mind; nor did I anticipate how the 
entire product would look as a cohesive whole. The response has been positive 
enough (sometimes overwhelmingly so) that I thought I'd say a few words about it. 
Would we have sold, then or now, if we didn't look the way we looked? Probably not. 
Is that relevant? I think it is- that the surface layer and level of what the Philly Free 
School was (our looks) was eye-catching has given us a huge (and somewhat 
unfair) advantage over other artistic communities is worth mentioning, just to be 
candid. Do I also think we had (and have) more to offer than other artistic 
communities? Yes, I do- especially compared to the New York I saw in the Nineties 
and Aughts. The NYC communities I witnessed were in the game to sell and to try 
and look good; what PFS has done, including the Flickr set, has sold and looked 
good accidentally. The point is that I believe the PFS Flickr set has done what its 
done because in 2012, in America and on the continent, people have a hunger for 
authenticity, integrity, and unselfconscious creativity- against the prevailing ethos of 
the higher arts and everything else. Were we wearing make-up when the photos 
were taken, and were they elaborately staged? That's a double negative; the 
gracefulness and elegance, if they are there, are also accidental. It must be said that 
Philadelphia in the Aughts was like that- organic, raw, and au natural. We were an 
"anti-Factory"; few wore make-up to Philly Free School shows. If the images are still 
compelling, it's because we all not only had interesting looks but interesting 
thoughts. If we're some kind of accurate bell-whether, American culture may turn 
more thoughtful as of now. 



On the Factory and the Philly Free School 




It's difficult to argue that what Andy Warhol accomplished at the Factory in the 1960s 
wasn't original, because it was. The Factory was complex and many-faceted; on one 
level, it was critiquing America by recreating its ethos ironically; it was also letting 
marginal people in American society (homosexuals, transvestites, etc) have a voice; 
all in the context of a decade of social and sexual revolutions, and from a city (NYC) 
at the center of the tumult. By the mid-60s, the name Andy Warhol, if not the 
Factory, was a household one. The Factory wasn't a copy or a spin-off; it was 



uniquely, organically original. That having been said, the Factory ethos seems in 
retrospect to have been about glamour, appearances, and elaborate staging, rather 
than substance, depth, and unaffected emotion. It's also clear that not a lot of 
respect for art's history, especially the history of European art, was built into the 
structure of the Factory's collective psyche. Warhol and his cohorts were Americans 
being Americans; they believed they didn't need what could be considered 
"baggage," and they outlined roughly the structure and form of post-modernism from 
the early 60s onwards. 

The Philly Free School, which I run in the mid Aughts in Philly as an artist's co-op 
with several others, didn't stage things. We didn't wear make-up. And our critique of 
America was not to recreate its ethos ironically; we just decided to create our own 
version of America and take it from there. What was "free" about us was the fact that 
our class and political affiliations were not elite or tinged by elitism; no rich kids set in 
place by their parents, no trust-funders, no discrimination against lower class artists, 
no homophobia or racism or anti-Semitism, and complete sexual freedom for 
everyone all the time. That having been said, almost to a person we had (and have) 
deeper roots in the history of the arts than Warhol and the Warhol-ites did, and we 
were (and are) proud of it. Just as the Factory would never tolerate Abby Heller- 
Burnham debating the finer points of Ingres, David, and Degas with Andy Warhol, or 
me getting heavy into Keats' Odes with Gerard Malanga, we would never tolerate 
their philistinism in return. If the Philly Free School is to posthumously become 
famous (and I believe it will), what we accomplished will last longer than anything the 
Factory created did, partly because they didn't seem to care if they lasted or not. 
They mirrored back the insanely "NOW" mentality of America. For people with a 
brain, it's a dumb mentality. 



The Philly Free School and the Media 




During its heyday, the Philly Free School received precisely one write-up- a brief 
piece in the Philadelphia City Paper about the event "Poetry Incarnation '05," we 
held at the Khyber in July of that year. Though there were several unique things 
about the piece (we were allowed to acknowledge our European roots, and were 
reported to be a "multi-media artist' co-op" as we asked to be), it was compact and 
compressed and didn't go into much detail. Generally, the PFS approach to the 
press is that there was none- we all had (and continue to have) a low enough 
opinion of the Philly press corps that we tended to avoid them. The killer flaw of the 
Philly press corps is that they reinforce, rather than contradict, the national 
mainstream media's inversion of Philadelphia into a tiny, provincial, perpetually 
culturally invalid place. Philadelphia artists who garner large reactions in other 
places are shunned; even the ambition to do so is frowned upon. So Philadelphia 
famously hates itself, which it doesn't; produces nothing interesting, which is a lie; 
and cannot be distinguished from Cincinnati, Detroit, Phoenix, and Houston, which is 
also blatantly untrue. PFS found that the only intelligent way to deal with the Philly 
media was to ignore them, which we did. They're losers. And while we had some 
faith that the "Gemini" nature of the situation would eventually be discovered, we 
also knew that PFS and its history might fall through the cracks. But, at that time, 
there was nothing to be done, except to continue. And, as Gertrude Stein famously 
remarked, that's all any artist can ever do. 



The Philly Free School and Modernism 




The hinge from the Philly Free School to post-modernism was always rather fraught. 
The hinge to (High) Modernism, on both literary and painterly levels, was (and 
remains) much more rich. The early century XX Paris of Picasso, Stein, and parlor 
culture, would've been congenial to us- a social network based on innovation and 
avant-gardism, angled against the Academy and put into motion by a conglomerate 
of artists who had absorbed enough history to make mature judgements as to where 
and how to push the arts forward. The Free School didn't have parlors (such as 
Gertrude Stein's famous one) necessarily; not just the Highwire Gallery but coffee 
shops like the Last Drop and the Philadelphia Java Company, and bars like Dirty 
Frank's and McGlinchey's served as parlors (albeit rather racy ones) for us. 
Philadelphia, like Paris, is a slow-moving city (rather than a frenetic one like London 
or New York), and (as many Americans would not know), much Philadelphia 
architecture is exquisite in the European manner. Where intoxicants are concerned, 
it is arguable that we were more debauched than our European predecessors- and 
our wont was towards the unhinged, rather than the refined, homely civility of the 
Stein parlor. Comparisons extend even onto these levels- Philadelphia is a heroin 
city (like Paris) rather than a cocaine city (like London and New York). Indulgers, 
including artists, want to be slowed down rather than speeded up. All these facets 
made the atmosphere of Philadelphia (especially Center City and West Philadelphia) 
conducive to artists developing themselves here in the Aughts. And all against the 
mainstream American media stereotype of Philadelphia as an ugly, decrepit, Detroit- 
tough city teeming with fat football fans and little else. If Philly has an astrological 
sun sign, it must be Gemini. 



The Philly Free School and West Philadelphia 




Why did so much of the action around the Philly Free School take place in West 
Philadelphia? After the MOVE incident in 1985, West Philly had a reputation as a 
violent, menacing place. It's just that, on closer inspection, and contrary to popular 
belief, West Philly has a plethora of beautiful, rustic houses, nice public parks, and 
hang-out joints for artistic types. Housing can be cheap there, too- young artists can 
afford to live comfortably. And University City, within West Philly, assures that an Ivy 
League presence is never far away. To use slang: it's all Gemini. West Philly does 
change from block to block, and there are compelling West Philly scenes around 
punk music and radical politics. This is set under a West Philly rubric of those 
attempting to live "organically"- vegans, animal rights activists, etc. On the other 
hand are many monuments to African -American culture as well, African restaurants, 
and Rastas. The vibe around West Philly is slow-paced; there's not much traffic 
through most of it, and the main thoroughfare (Baltimore Avenue) is relatively quiet. 
The Eris Temple, at 52nd and Cedar, is right at the top of West Philly towards North 
Philly; U Penn is at the bottom. House parties in West Philly (including ones at the 
Eris Temple) were huge all through the Aughts- Danger Danger House, specifically, 
was a well-known Amer-lndie venue. The Satellite Cafe, at 50th and Baltimore, is 
West Philly's answer to the Last Drop and Philly Java; and the bar-strip along 
Baltimore Ave was also huge for us. 



The Philly Free School and Decadence 
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The atmosphere around the Philly Free School was charged with decadence. We 
arranged our shows at the Highwire Gallery in such a way that the use of intoxicants 
was encouraged. We had too much idealism to be in the game merely for 
"sensations"; but that the decadence of our events could pass muster at Le Chat 
Noir or in Wilde's London was not unknown to us. The difference between the Free 
School and the Decadents is that we behaved in a spirit of ingenuousness- we didn't 
want our audience to be corrupted, we merely wanted them to enjoy themselves. On 
this level, there is an American streak which can be perceived in the Free School- 
American Decadence, done in a spirit of affirmation rather than corruption. Our 
innocence was American, not before the aesthetic but before life itself. We were 
young, and our actions if not our thoughts were young. What we instinctively tapped 
into was a sense that some decadence could balance and redeem against 
pompousity classicism and immersion in histories, and also lighten the burden of 
leading lives which could not help, at the beginning, but to be and feel marginal. The 
decadent level of our events was also our way of achieving, in a limited way, 
freedom; blurring and dissolving the boundaries between performers and audience, 
getting everyone to perceive on the same level in an openhearted spirit. That's 
another key difference between us and the European Decadents; we weren't 
nihilistic or heartless. Nor was the Highwire Gallery as arid as the many venues 
around Modern and post-modern art; for better or worse, we embraced our 
emotions. 



The Philly Free School and the New York School 

The New York School group of poets were another American conglomerate oriented 
not only around language but around visual art. This time it was the Abstract 
Expressionists, who were extending the innovations of Monet and the Impressionists 
into uncharted territory, who provided a foil for the poets. Frank O'Hara, John 
Ashbery, Kenneth Koch, Barbara Guest and the rest (with Pollock/ de Kooning / 
Rothko et al behind them) could never have been Warhol minions or Factory 
dwellers for a number of reasons- their approach to gayness was more coy and 
recondite than Warhol's; allegiance to the Abstract Expressionists aside, they were 
Europeanized towards classicism where the arts were concerned, with a particular 
penchant for French art and poetry; they all came from money, while the Factory 
was more egalitarian on that level; and drugs, degeneracy, and debauchery (taken 
to extremes) was not their forte and certainly not their metier. If there is a bridge 
among the New York School poets to the Factory and its mentality, it was Frank 
O'Hara, who was not only a poet but a curator at MOMA. O'Hara's poetry was 
extensively and overtly "Pop," with all the American frivolity Pop implies- odes to 
James Dean, fast-paced urban action scenes, no attempt whatsoever to achieve 
gravitas on any level. If O'Hara is ultimately more interesting than Warhol, it's 
because he does throw haute culture into the mix, where it cohabitates with Pop 
impulses. O'Hara is a unique composite. Ashbery, who was awarded the Pulitzer 
Prize in the mid-70s for "Self-Portrait in a Convex Mirror," was (and remains) more 
elliptical. His relationship to narrative is (unlike O'Hara's) strange and troubled- 
Ashbery has a way of short-circuiting narrative in his poems so that they come 
across as extended fragments or collections of extended fragments, extending the 
Modern tradition into the post-modern. With Ashbery, referencing of haute culture 
weakens his connection to post-modernism; but his resistance not only to narrative 
but to thematics in general consolidates it. To put it bluntly, Ashbery tends to write 
(albeit artfully) about nothing. 



That's the key difference between the New York School and the Philly Free School- 
we embraced thematics in our work, and cultivated gravitas in representaing human 
(humanistic) themes. The New York School were not without a humanistic streak- 
but it was the French, perverse version of humanism, which matched thematics with 
a certain amount of nihilism regarding art's potentialities and the debilitated position 
of the serious artist. The presence of the Abstract Expressionists behind the New 
York School further complicates the situation- after all, emotional gravitas was 
supposed to be present in their work, even if thematics was missing. The backbone 
of the Philly Free School's approach to thematics was early nineteenth century 
England and France, where thematics were yet to be disavowed and innovations 
and humanism were not incompatible. In many ways, the entire twentieth century 
was a wash-out for us. Our center of gravity could never be nihilism (overt in 
Ashbery, implicit in O'Hara), because that's not the kind of people we were. For 
better or worse, we were believers in art and life; our natural tendency was to affirm, 
not to deny. That was also Philadelphia in the Aughts- an affirmative place for young 



artists. We dealt with themes, because we lived with them. And, I would argue, our 
art was the richer for it. 



***These essays about the Philly Free School, a multi-media artists' co-op that ran in 
Philadelphia through the Aughts, were written by Philadelphia poet Adam Fieled*** 



